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Topics of Professional Interest
Putting the Dietary Guidelines for Americans into
Action: Behavior-Directed Messages to Motivate
Parents—Phase I and II Observational and Focus

Group Findings
T
HE 2010 DIETARY GUIDELINES
for Americans (DGA)1 and the
2008 Physical Activity Guide-
lines for Americans2 are the

basis for health professionals to commu-
nicate messages about healthful eating
and active living to the public. The 2010
DGAmarks the first time that it includes
a focus on the at-risk, overweight, obese
population. Accordingly, the DGA em-
phasizes two overarching concepts: bal-
ancing calorie intakewith physical activ-
ity and selecting nutrient-dense foods.
Guidance experts have noted that

Americans struggle to meet nutrition
needs within caloric requirements and
to incorporate daily physical activity.3

Yet only half of Americans are aware
of guidance recommendations,4 and
many aware consumers are not imple-
menting them successfully.5 Recent
surveys suggest consumers’ knowledge
about specific diet and physical activity
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recommendations—and about calories
and their relationship toweight—is lack-
ing.6,7 Many consumers are not making
an effort to balance calories consumed
with calories burned through physical
activity. Meanwhile, two thirds of adults
and one third of children remain over-
weight or obese.8,9

Limited consumer research studying
messaging for the DGA recommenda-
tions has been conducted, although
such research is critical for designing
messages with the greatest potential
for motivating individuals to ac-
tion.10-13 To address consumer chal-
lenges in incorporating recommenda-
tions, the Dietary Guidelines Alliance—a
private–public partnership among leading
food,nutrition, andhealthsocietiesand in-
dustryorganizations, in liaisonwith theUS
Departments of Agriculture and Health
andHumanServices—conductedobserva-
tional research, focus group studies, and a
web-basedsurveyofparentswithchildren
aged 2 to 17 years. The purpose of these
studies was to identify current behavioral
practices andbeliefs in aneffort todevelop
and test behavior-directed messages to
help families achieve healthful, active
lifestyles, consistent with the DGA. A
secondary purpose was to determine
parents’ intent to implement related
guidance behaviors. Perceived barriers
to andmotivators for success were also
identified.

RESEARCH APPROACH
The Dietary Guidelines Alliance used
a three-phase, iterative approach—in-
cluding observational ethnographies
(phase I), focus groups (phase II), and a
web-based survey of parents with chil-
dren aged 2 to 17 years (phase III)—to
develop and refine behavior-directed
dietary guidance messages and deter-
mine parents’ intent to implement rec-

ommendations (Figure 1). All research
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phases were conducted during an ap-
proximately 4-month period (August
throughNovember 2010), in advance of
the release of the 2010 DGA in January
2011 and MyPlate food guidance sys-
tem14 in June 2011. Phases I and II were
designed to be exploratory and direc-
tional in nature, using targeted conve-
nience samples of consumers. Phase III
was designed to validate findings from
phases I and II and to identify key mes-
sages that were most effectively re-
ceived among the surveyed population.
This article reports the findings from
phase I observational ethnographies
and phase II focus group studies. The
results of phase III—quantitative mes-
sage testing and survey evaluation—
will be reported in a subsequent article.
A professional marketing research

firm was commissioned to conduct all
three research phases. The research
firmand study coordinators videotaped
the observational (phase I) and focus
group (phase II) studies. Observational
and focus group participants in phases I
and II received monetary compensa-
tion.
All materials—including participant

screeners, discussion guides, and ques-
tionnaires—were developed and ap-
proved by Dietary Guidelines Alliance
members, the US Departments of Agri-
culture and Health and Human Ser-
vices, and the marketing research firm.
As is standard procedure for consumer
marketing research, subjects were re-
quired to read and acknowledge receipt
of the firm’s privacy policy before par-
ticipating. Participants were informed
that their names and responses would
remain confidential and study results
would be reported in aggregate form
without personal identifiers.
Beforephase I, a professionalmoderator

conductedanideationsessionwithDietary

GuidelinesAlliancememberstodetermine
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PRACTICE APPLICATIONS
overall research objectives. The Dietary
Guidelines Alliance also explored existing
consumer research10-13,15-17 and used key
guidance platforms from the 2005 DGA18

aswell as the deliberations of the 2010Di-
etary Guidelines Advisory Committee19

to identify recommendations that con-
sumers struggled to implement in their
daily lives.
Results of this ideation session and

consumer research analysis helped
identify core messaging concepts (Fig-
ure 2) that warranted further examina-
tion for message development and
were tested in phases II and III.

PHASE I. IN-DEPTH
OBSERVATIONAL STUDIES
Phase I Purpose
The purpose of the observational stud-
ies—ethnographic observations with in-
depth interviews—was to gain insights
into family behaviors related to diet and
physical activity and guide the message

Idea�on session with the Dietary 
Guidelines Alliance members, in liaison 
with the US Departments of Agriculture   

and Health and Human Services, to 
generate research design and 

messaging concepts

PHASE III Web-based Survey: US census 
weighted sample (n=1000) of American 
parents with children aged 2 to 17 years 

to test and validate messages and to 
examine diet and physical ac�vity 

percep�ons and behaviors

Figure 1. Iterative three-phase research
parents of children aged 2 to 17 years.
development process.
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Phase I Approach
Ethnographic observations and in-
depth interviews were conducted with
four “striver” and four “succeeder” fam-
ilies (Figure 3). Because official defini-
tions of these groups do not exist, the
researchers developed questions to
screen families based on behaviors re-
lated to guidance recommendations
for the core messaging concepts (eg,
“Select foods from all food groups that
are rich in nutrients and lower in cal-
ories”). Parents’ reported frequency of
consistently completing the behav-
iors enabled the researchers to iden-
tify them as succeeders. Strivers were
those who had the most difficulty in
consistently achieving balanced diet-
related behaviors and/or incorporat-
ing physical activity into their lives.
A mix of succeeders and strivers

was recruited for observation in their
home environments to determine be-
havioral differences between the two

Develop screener, 
observa�on cues and 
ques�ons based on  
messaging concepts

Refine messages and develop 
survey 

FINAL MESSAGES TO 
MOTIVATE ACTION

roach to develop and test behavior-dire
groups. The in-home ethnographic
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observations were conducted in Au-
gust 2010 in three cities: Chicago, IL;
Boston, MA; and Houston, TX. Re-
searchers selected a mix of cities
throughout the United States for both
phase I and the phase II focus groups
(discussed later in this article), collec-
tively, to obtain a geographic distri-
bution of subjects. Each session lasted
5 hours and included at least onemeal
occasion.
Specific observations included meal/

snack preparation and consumption
and physical activity. Environmental
factors supporting observed behaviors
and barriers to achieving successful be-
haviors were noted. Direct questions
included meal/snack preparation and
consumption patterns, diet behaviors
and balance with physical activity,
and access to related diet and physical
activity information. Researchers in-
terpreted and summarized the find-
ings to determine common themes
and implications for message devel-

PHASE I Observa�onal Studies: 
Ethnographic observa�ons and in-

depth interviews with 4 "succeeder" 
and 4 "striver" families to iden�fy 

barriers and catalysts for  
implemen�ng core concept  

behaviors (Chicago, IL; Boston, MA; 
Houston, TX)

Develop screener, 
moderator's guide, and 

messages

PHASE II Focus Groups: 6 focus 
groups (n=49) with "striver" parents 

to further explore behaviors and 
itera�vely test messages 

(Birmingham, AL; Bal�more, MD; 
Oakland, CA)

diet and physical activity messages for
app cted
opment.
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Figure 2. Dietary Guidelines Alliance core messaging concepts and corresponding behaviors to be tested with parents of children

aged 2 to 17 years.
Figure 3. Criteria developed for “strivers” and “succeeders” to test behavior-directed diet and physical activity messages with
parents of children aged 2 to 17 years. Definitions of strivers and succeeders were based on questions regarding diet- and
physical activity-related actions for the core concepts of inquiry. Parents’ answers to these questions determined their
classification as strivers or succeeders. Strivers were those who had the most difficulty in consistently making balanced
diet-related choices and/or incorporating physical activity into their lives. Succeeders reported greater frequency of the

various diet and physical activity behaviors.
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Phase I Findings
Participant Demographics. The
majority of observed families were
two-parent households (63%) with
one (63%) or two (25%) children. Chil-
dren’s age ranges (2 to 17 years) were
evenly distributed. All study parents
were younger than 55 years and had
at least some college education (see
the Table).

Barriers to and Motivators for Be-
ing Healthy. Observations rein-
forced commonly perceived barriers
to being healthy, including cost, taste
preference, time, accessibility, lack of
motivation, and know-how, espe-
cially among strivers. Motivators for
being healthy were primarily noted
by succeeders and included the desire
to feel better, a physician’s recom-
mendation to manage a health condi-
tion such as weight, or interest in rec-
ipes or health-related information
available in the media. Succeeders
planned ahead; thought about overall
diet for the entire day orweek, includ-
ing food consumed outside the home;
and involved the whole family in
shopping, cooking, and physical activ-
ity.
Family dynamics tended to hinder

healthful behaviors in the study sam-
ple. Parents valued family time and re-
ported not wanting to fight about diet-
and physical activity-related decisions.
Being a role model was an important
goal for parents, but they noted diffi-
culty in leading by example and enforc-
ing “house guidelines” concerning diet
and physical activity.

PHASE II. FOCUS GROUPS
Phase II Purpose
The purpose of the focus groups was
to develop and prioritize messages to
be tested within each core concept
(eg, calories, physical activity). Focus
groups further explored behaviors, bar-
riers, and catalysts and gathered initial
reactions to draft messages for each
concept.

Phase II Approach
Initial messages went through an iter-
ative process in the focus groups,
were refined based on participant
preference and feedback, and were
quantitatively tested in phase III
(which will be discussed in a subse-
Table. Demographic characteristics of phase I family-based observational
studies (n�8 families) and phase II focus groups (n�49 parents) to determine
implications for dietary guidance messaging with parents of children aged 2 to
17 years

Characteristic variable
Observational
studies

Focus
groups

4™™™™™™™™™ n (%) ™™™™™™™™™3

Sex

Male 2 (25) 19 (39)

Female 6 (75) 30 (61)

Age of parent (y)a

18-34 3 (38) 13 (27)

35-54 4 (50) 36 (73)

55� 0 (0) 0 (0)

Overweight/obeseb

No parents 7 (88) 15 (31)

One parent 0 (0) 29 (59)

Two parents 1 (13) 5 (10)

Ethnic background

Non-Hispanic white 3 (38) 18 (37)

Non-Hispanic African American 2 (25) 20 (41)

Hispanic 3 (38) 11 (22)

Other 0 (0) 0 (0)

Marital status

Single 3 (38) 14 (29)

Married/living with partner 5 (63) 28 (57)

Divorced 0 (0) 7 (14)

Widowed 0 (0) 0 (0)

Other 0 (0) 0 (0)

Employment

Employed full-time 6 (75) 33 (67)

Employed part-time 1 (13) 6 (12)

Not currently employed outside home 1 (13) 10 (20)

Other 0 (0) 0 (0)

Education

High school or less 0 (0) 11 (22)

Some college/college graduate 7 (88) 34 (69)

Graduate/professional school 1 (13) 4 (8)

Annual household income ($)

�35,000 0 (0) 6 (12)

35,000-49,999 3 (38) 18 (37)

50,000-74,999 1 (13) 14 (29)

75,000-99,999 1 (13) 8 (16)

�100,000 3 (38) 3 (6)
quent article).
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In September 2010, an experienced
moderator conducted six 90-minute,
videotaped focus groups in Birming-
ham, AL; Baltimore, MD; and Oakland,
CA. Groups were divided by income:
$50,000/year or less and $50,000/year
or more, with one group of each con-
ducted in each city. Only striver parents
(n�49)were recruited to examine their
reactions to the messages because they
likely neededmore assistance in imple-
menting behaviors related to the core
messaging concepts than “succeeders.”
Respondents were screened for key de-
mographic characteristics: sex, age of
parents and children, ethnicity, and in-
come (Table). After initial introductions
and rapport-building exercises, ladder-
ing techniques were used to encourage
participants to express their thoughts
regarding the messages.

Phase II Findings
Participant Demographics. The ma-

Table. Demographic characteristics of
studies (n�8 families) and phase II foc
implications for dietary guidance mess
17 years (continued)

Characteristic variable

Region in United States

Northeast

Midwest

South

West

Number of children in household

1

2

3

4�

Age of children (y)c

0-1

2-5

6-9

10-12

13-17

aOne parent in the observational study did not disclose ag
bBody mass index calculated from self-reported weights a
Control and Prevention standards. http://www.cdc.gov/he
March 29, 2012.
cMultiple responses allowed.
dIncludes one 18-year-old child.
jority of the focus group participants
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were women (61%). Among partici-
pants, 41% were non-Hispanic African
Americans and 22% were Hispanic. A
majority of participants had one (43%)
or two (47%) children and 48% had an
annual household income level below
$50,000 (see the Table).

Barriers to and Motivators for Being
Healthy. Striver parents discussedmany
pressing concerns, including economic
difficulties, that they considered more
important than diet, physical activity,
and health. Many were struggling to
meet basic needs, much less prioritizing
diet and physical activity behaviors.

Reactions to Core Messaging
Concepts
Calories. Parents reported that they
did not, nor were they willing to,
count calories for themselves and
family members. In addition, many

se I family-based observational
roups (n�49 parents) to determine
g with parents of children aged 2 to

Observational
studies

Focus
groups

1 (13) 16 (33)

3 (38) 0 (0)

4 (50) 16 (33)

0 (0) 17 (35)

5 (63) 21 (43)

2 (25) 23 (47)

1 (13) 3 (6)

0 (0) 2 (4)

0 (0) 2 (4)

3 (38) 21 (43)

3 (38) 17 (35)

3 (38) 15 (31)

3 (38) 30 (61)d

hts and categorized according to Centers for Disease
eight/assessing/bmi/adult_bmi/index.html. Accessed
lacked a basic understanding of calo-
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ries—in general and in relation to
weight management—including how
to consider calories in the context of
total diet.

Physical Activity. Parents reported
understanding the benefits of physical
activity for themselves and their chil-
dren. Many parents reported they were
active at some point in their lives and
experienced the benefits firsthand.
Their biggest challenge was staying
committed and finding time to be ac-
tive. They prioritized social benefits,
such as learning to be a teamplayer and
building confidence, as key reasons to
involve their children in structured
physical activity. Still, parents indi-
cated time spent on children’s activities
decreased time available for their own
physical activity and often compro-
mised the perceived healthfulness of
their family’s diet choices.

Energy Balance. As in previous re-
search,10,16 participants did not read-
ily understand the term energy bal-
ance. Once explained, parents indicated
they understood the concept but were
reluctant to count every calorie and
struggled to stay motivated to be
physically active. They revealed that
planning ahead increased their
awareness of the family’s overall con-
sumption and their opportunities for
physical activity.

Portion Size. Most parents reported
not paying attention to portion size, of-
ten considered a proxy for measuring
calories by health professionals. Par-
ents reported not knowing how much
they or their children should eat every
day. Several individuals said that the
amount consumed “depended on their
mood.” Some believed portion size is
unimportant.

Higher-Calorie Foods and Beverages.
Most parents believed higher-calorie
foods and beverages could be incorpo-
rated successfully in moderation and
when planned in the context of the
overall diet. They expressed interest in
wanting to know more about how to
incorporate these foods without com-
promising weight.

Nutrient-Rich Foods and Beverages.
Although participants could name at
pha
us g
agin

e.
nd heig
althyw
least one example of a nutrient-rich
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food, usually fruits or vegetables,
most reported needing more practical
education on additional nutrient-rich
foods and beverages and how to in-

Figure 4. Core messaging concepts, selec
(n�8 families) and phase II focus groups
children aged 2 to 17 years. Findings from
creasingly include them in their diets.

202 JOURNAL OF THE ACADEMY OF NUTRITI
Messages emphasizing “more nutri-
ent value for your calories” were not
readily understood because partici-
pants did not comprehend calories in

articipants’ statements, and implications f
49 parents) to determine implications for
ses I and II informed phase III web-based
general.

ON AND DIETETICS
OTHER KEY FINDINGS
During in-depth interviews, parents par-
ticipating in the observational studies re-

hase I family-based observational studies
ary guidance messaging with parents of
ey evaluation (n�1,000 parents).
ted p rom p
(n� diet
ported trying to live a healthful lifestyle
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and trying to set a good example, in
terms of diet and physical activity, for
their children. All parents had a general
desire to be healthier and feel better
about themselves, yet most did not have
specific goals related to these desires.
As observed in the focus groups, con-

sumersknewmuchless regardingthecore
messaging concepts than anticipated.
Higher- and lower-income focus groups
hadsimilarreactionstothecoremessaging
concepts.Messages that drewanalogies to
further explain key concepts, such as bud-
geting for calories,were considereduseful.
Overall, focus group results illus-

trated that customary messages that
consumers often find appealing—con-
cise, practical, prescriptive, and indica-
tive of a benefit11,20—also appealed to
participants in this study. Parents pre-
ferredmessages that indicate each fam-
ily or individual is unique and let par-
ents know they are in charge. Like
previous research,21 these studies
found that messages that encourage
planning ahead andmaking a healthful,
active lifestyle a family matter may
convince parents to take time to jointly
set goals and take action.

Limitations
The classification for “succeeders” and
“strivers” was developed for this re-
searchandhasnotbeenvalidated.Partic-
ipants in the observational studies may
have exhibited behaviors and provided
answers to questions that theyperceived
to be socially desirable. The focus group
discussions were videotaped but not
transcribed, limiting use of qualitative
software programs to verify threads of
findings. Qualitative results are not rep-
resentative of the US population. Focus
group results cannot be generalized to
the overall population but can be used to
direct quantitative research.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH
AND PRACTICE
Consumer insights are critical for devel-
oping behavior-directed messages that
motivate action.10 Focus group findings
reinforced the observational research
findings and revealed the need for mes-

saging that may motivate consumers to

February 2013 Volume 113 Number 2
action. Collectively, these qualitative re-
sults provide insights regarding consum-
ers’ specific diet and physical activity be-
haviors, as well as related messages for
phase III quantitative testing and survey
evaluation (Figure 4).
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